Abstract-For a number of years, there have been some concern the online learning, or e-learning, especially the need for online collaboration tools to assist the students in their learning processes. This paper investigates the need for online collaboration tools for distance learners, who currently understanding their studies in a public university in a hybrid mode, which is a combination of face-to-face meetings, video conferencing sessions and the online sessions. Questionnaire was distributed to the 369 undergraduate distance learners, and the results demonstrated that the learners were moderately competent in the associated technologies in online learning. Furthermore, they had anticipated that there will be problems in performing the groupwork, which reduces their perception on online learning. This paper proposes the collaboration tools in an attempt to reduce the learners' problems and also to take full advantage of their current competencies.
In Malaysia, the concept of e-learning includes systems that enable information gathering, management, access and communication in various forms [5] . A further study by [6] indicates that most Higher Education Institutions have sufficient e-learning infrastructure, but lack in strategic plan for e-learning which includes planning of ICT for the teaching and learning purposes. This scenario leads to the main question of this study -do the distance learners themselves ready for the use of technology to fully take advantage of the group-based online learning?
II. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. Technology and Distance Learning
In terms of technologies, currently there are several elearning technologies that facilitates learning, such as TV, CDROMs, Learning Management System, Learning Content Management System, multimedia communities and virtual worlds [7] . TV and CD-ROMs are the second generation media of distance education and did not encourage online collaboration between students. They were used to deliver learning materials to students on distance learning programs and encourage independent learning where the student follows the learning content irrespective of Internet connection. Among the technologies that support collaboration are shown in Table  I .
The various technologies listed above have proven that current e-learning infrastructure is sufficient and these technologies have provided various forms of communication among learners. According [14] , collaboration technology would be very beneficial for the distance learners as its main feature is to provide real-world work situations and experiences. Distance learners are easily isolated and misunderstood due to the lack of nonverbal communications and potential misinterpretations from text-based communications. Synchronous communications would be very beneficial for distance learners in order for them to work in highly contextual learning environments similarly with face-toface teams, and if team members need to accomplish the team goals within a limited set of time [15] . The tools provided such as real-time chat, video conferencing, web-conferencing will reduce team members' efforts, increase the team efficiency and make the team communication smoother. It will also reduce the feeling of isolation and increase the sense of presence over teamwork for distance learners. th International Conference on IT in Asia (CITA) Many factors drive the introduction of IT teaching and administrative methods in universities. According to [16] , these reasons include: increased student enrolments, the changing needs of learning and training; and the benefits of using new technologies in teaching and learning. The technology was also adopted in Malaysia started in the 1990s as a means to support distance learning programmes offered by most of the public universities [17] .
Reference [18] had emphasized that technology is an important element in the learning activities in e-learning. The Internet, together with the computer-supported learning technologies has changed the way students learn in e-learning. The interaction within e-learning no longer involves interaction between students and the learning content alone, but it has expanded to include communication among groups of learners. This is known as collaborative learning, which is defined as groups working together for a common purpose [19] . [10] Virtual worlds
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Adapted from Kahiigi et al. (2008) However, research has also shown that online group learning poses problems to the individual learners, which hinders them in using technology for learning. The main common problems according to [20] are the students' negative perception towards groupwork, the unsatisfactory selection of the group members, a lack of essential group-work skills, the free-rider, the inequalities of each students's abilities, the withdrawal of group members and the assessment of individuals within the groups.
The existing distance learning programs must be investigated to see how the courses or efforts address the changing technology and students' needs, what need there would be for an efficient and effective distance learning program, and how the students view their own skills and IT literacy to improve it.
III. OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this study are:
x To examine the students' preferences between face-toface, Video Conferencing Session and Recorded Sessions of video conferencing.
x To examine the relationships between the online learning perception and the IT competencies of the distance learners.
x To examine the relationships between the online learning perception and the perceived problems posed by online learning.
This research consists of investigating the views of the students regarding their perception on online learning and groupwork. To answer the questions raised in the research questions above, a needs analysis is required.
IV. METHOD
The Centre for External Education (Pusat Pendidikan Luar), Universiti Putra Malaysia was selected for the study. Currently the centre has approximately 2,000 registered students, who attended the learning activities (face -to-face meetings, video conferencing sessions or tutorials) at the respective learning centres.
A. Participants
The research participants for this study were UPM's distance learners. The questionnaires were sent to 14 participating learning centres to 1,724 distance learners. Four centres had chosen not to participate in this survey. A total of 369 students responded to the survey. The questionnaire was distributed on 18 to 20 April 2008, which was the final examination period. This was done to improve the survey response rate, as all students were required to be at their respective learning centres during the examination period.
B. Instruments
Headings, survey on Online Learning and its Associated Technologies were developed. The questionnaire consists of 3 main sections, namely Demographic and Skills (current IT usage), Technology (perceptions of technology competencies and online learning) and Groupwork (perception of groupbased online learning and perceptions of the problems posed by group-based online learning). Cronbach's alphas for the 9 perception of technology competency and 7 perception of Internet competency items were .87 and .85, respectively.
V. FINDINGS
A. Demographics
Of the 369 responding participants, 231 were female (68.93%) and 124 were male (31.07%) while 14 students did not indicate their gender. The respondents can be categorized into 4 groupings; one respondent was in the range 18-25 years of age, 58 in 26-35 years of age, 33 in 36-45 years of age, and none were above 46 years. Overall, the participants represented a wide range of ages, with 26-30 years of age comprising the largest group.
Respondents were asked several questions about their marital status, as the family responsibilities have been shown in research literature to impact the amount of time the learners will put aside for learning. These family responsibilities are frequently the major reasons that the learners opted for the distance learning course, and also the reason they dropped the distance learning course. In this study, 48.54% of the respondents were single while the remaining 51.46% were married.
B. Research Objective 1: To examine students' preferences
between face-to-face, LIP and PERL session.
Respondents were asked on the current learning activities where they should rate in the most preferred, preferred and the least preferred methods of current teaching activity available, and the results are shown in Figure 1 below.
Interestingly, although face-to -face is still the most preferred method, the popularity is not as high as expected. where only 40.5% of the respondents voted for face-to-face to be the most preferred and preferred method of instruction. Video conferencing session (LIP) comes close to second preferred method with 34.1% and followed by watching the recorded sessions of video conferencing (PERL) with 25.4%.
Referring to Figure 1 , the video conferencing is the next preferred method after face-to -face. Just like face-to-face, video conferencing allows direct communication with lecturers. Although sometimes the quality of the transmission was unsatisfactory, as one student puts it:
"Video conferencing sessions should be held for all subjects at all learning centres."
That indicates that although there were technical issues raised for the video conferencing sessions such as the unsatisfactory quality of the sound and graphics of the sessions, the video conferencing sessions are convenient for most students. 
C. Research Objective 2: To examine the relationships between the online learning perception and the IT competencies of the distance learners.
The relationship between the perception of online learning and the learners' IT competency in terms of Technical and Internet competency was investigated using Pearson product moment correlation coefficient. Preliminary analyses were performed to ensure no violations of the assumptions of normality, linearity and homoscedacity.
There was a moderate correlation between their perception of online learning and their own technical competency (r= .29, n= 369, p<.05), and the Internet competency (r= .37, n= 369, p<.05). This indicates that students with good technological and internet competencies tend to have positive perceptions towards online learning.
D. Research Objective 3: To examine the relationships between the online learning perception and the perceived problems posed by online learning.
The relationship between the perception of online learning and perceived problems imposed by groupwork (problems associated with the group members, problems with regards to the time and place of discussions and problems with regards to sharing ideas) was investigated using Pearson product moment correlation coefficient. Preliminary analyses were performed to ensure no violations of the assumptions of normality, linearity and homoscedacity.
There was a weak, negative correlation between the perception of online learning and perceived problems associated with the group members, r= -.15, n= 358, p<.05. There was a strong, negative relationship between the perception of online learning and perceived problems with th International Conference on IT in Asia (CITA) regards to the time and place of discussions (r= -.54, n= 358, p<.05) and there was also a strong, negative relationship between the perception of online learning and perceived problems with regards to sharing ideas (r= -.61, n= 358, p<.05). This means that the higher perceptions of the problems associated with the group members, time and place of discussion and problems to share ideas, are associated to reduced perception of online learning.
VI. DISCUSSIONS
In terms of current trends of the technology, the findings in this study indicate that face-to-face is the most preferred method of learning. However, the popularity of face-to-face is declining due to problems such as incompetent tutors, the distance of learning centres that makes it hard to commute and work/family commitment that happens to be on the same day as face-to-face sessions.
The findings show that the significant positive relationships between the perceived technological and Internet competency with the perception of online learning, indicates that the students were willing to embrace the online learning provided that they are competent in the technology. Therefore it is important not to introduce new technologies, but to make use of current technologies that best represents the real-world situations. This is inline with [14] view previously stated in Section II (A).
In this study, the significant negative correlation between the perception of online learning and perceived problems imposed by groupwork confirmed study that demonstrated common problems faced by the online learning environment [20] . One possible explanation for the problems in terms of the group members and problems to share ideas among themselves could be due to the fact that they are still mentally confined to traditional distance learning environment, where independent learning is encouraged instead of collaborative learning.
Although results from simple correlation demonstrated that the group problems had negative effect on perceived online learning in this study, caution must be exercised in interpreting the results as there are many more factors that contributed to online learning such as the learner characteristics, the content, the interface and also the instructor.
VII. CONCLUSION
Given the findings discussed in the previous section, the following must be considered. Since the distance learners posses the relevant competency in the associated technology in online learning, there needs to be a tool to assist these learners to fully take advantage of the online learning. Collaboration technology, which consists of tools such as realtime chat, video conferencing, web -conferencing will reduce team members' efforts, increase the team efficiency and make the team communication smoother. Furthermore, they provide real-world work situations and experiences, and hence would be very beneficial for the distance learners to accomplish their group-based discussions effectively and efficiently.
Overall, the results of this study provided grounds for further study in the usage of collaborative technologies in assisting these distance learners. Future research is needed to find the effects of this collaboration technology on the distance learner's learning productivity. The findings of this study will also help instructors and content developers to develop a better tool and to provide relevant support for the distance learners.
